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Auto Policy Launch News Conference - Monday April 16, 2012 

 

Speaking Notes for Ken Lewenza, CAW National President  
 

 

Everyone knows our auto industry has been to hell and back over the last 

few years. 

 

First we suffered a gradual decline, as imports grew and the Detroit Three 

lost market share. 

 

Then it became a free fall, with a global financial crisis and a worldwide 

recession. 

 

We’ve seen some incredible things, that most of us never thought possible. 

 

We’ve experienced some incredible pain in our households, our families, 

and our communities.  And that pain is still there.  Thousands of households 

trying desperately to get by, without the good job they once depended on. 

 

We’ve seen some incredible interventions by government.  Controversial at 

times.  But in retrospect, they were brilliant.  They paid off big time: for the 

industry, for the whole economy, even for the taxpayers. 

 

So where are we today? 

 

We’ve been to hell and back.  But we survived.  The auto industry is still 

here.  Directly employing 112,000 Canadians.  And ultimately supporting 

375,000 workers. 

 

Output and exports have bounced back.  Canada’s share of the continental 

market actually grew a bit during the crisis.  A few jobs have even come 

back.  Not many.  But a few.  And every job counts. 
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We’re poised for some opportunity, because it’s now clear that auto sales are 

coming back strongly.  And the companies are going to make enormous 

profits, given how much they cut costs and capacity. 

 

So this is a good time to stop and take stock.  The auto industry is still 

Canada’s second-most important export industry.  Next to petroleum, of 

course, which passed us over the last decade. 

 

Auto used to be the biggest export industry.  Now it’s second-biggest. 

 

And that’s just one reflection of how Canada has once again become 

dangerously dependent on extracting and exporting raw natural resources.  I 

don’t think that’s good for our country in the long run. 

 

The skyrocketing dollar is another symptom of resource domination.  At par, 

it’s 25 percent over its fair value.  That’s still causing havoc in our efforts to 

protect good jobs and win future investment. 

 

We’ve gotten through the crisis.  We have an auto industry that is smaller, 

but still incredibly important.  To all of us. 

 

Indeed, the economic data in our report shows that every job in a major auto 

facility supports 10 jobs in total.  Ten to one. 

 

We’ve learned the hard way that we can’t take this industry for granted. 

 

So let’s take stock of where we are.  And start a discussion about where we 

go next. 

 

This is a critical juncture for our auto industry, for a couple of reasons. 

 

First, on the corporate side, several of Canada’s important auto facilities are 

facing key investment decisions over the next couple of years.  As a country, 

we need to win those investments, or our industry will shrink. 

 

Second, on the government side, there is a lack of clarity regarding 

government’s role in the process moving forward. 
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Government policy was essential in defending the sector over the last few 

years.  And the evidence in our report shows it was a good investment.  For 

all of us, not just autoworkers. 

 

But will they continue to play that role?  At the federal level, we don’t know 

how committed this government is to the idea of a National Auto Policy. 

 

At the provincial level, they are grappling with a big deficit. 

 

So there are question marks at both levels. 

 

But I can tell you, if both governments step back from their responsibilities, 

for their own reasons, it will make things much worse.  We need good jobs, 

now and into the future, to support our families, to strengthen our 

communities, and to pay taxes. 

 

You can’t do any of that with a $10 an hour job, or a $12 an hour job, or 

even a $15 an hour job. 

 

Government deficits will get worse, not better, if government doesn’t help 

land the next generation of investments. 

 

Canada is one of the only auto-producing jurisdictions in the world that 

doesn’t have a formal National Auto Policy. 

 

This is a huge weakness. 

 

Look around the world at who is successful in this industry.  Germany.  

Korea.  Japan.  China.  Brazil.   

 

These countries didn’t just cut taxes and hope that companies showed up to 

produce automobiles. 

 

Far from it.  They got right in and deliberately built an auto industry.   

 

They used every trick in the book to support their industries. 

 

Investment subsidies.  Technology support.  Real support for skills – not just 

nice words.  Currency manipulation.  Trade barriers.  Even public 

ownership. 
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I would argue that even the U.S. is going back to active industrial policy 

these days. 

 

Pushing down their dollar.  Huge investment subsidies.  Department of 

Energy grants – but only for cars made in America. 

We don’t stand a chance against all that unless we have our own National 

Auto Policy. 

 

We’ve sure been talking about it for long enough.  We have CAPC, the 

Canadian Automotive Partnership Council, that’s been in existence for over 

a decade.  A very important body.  And they’ve put forward some good 

ideas. 

 

Federal and provincial bureaucrats have looked at the issue. 

 

But we haven’t nailed it down.  We still don’t have a formal National Auto 

Policy.  And that’s going to hurt us as we go forward. 

 

Now many people these days like to take pot shots at auto workers and our 

wages.  As if cutting wages, all by itself, could be a National Auto Policy. 

 

There was a recent report from the Institute for Research on Public Policy 

which said auto workers should cut their wages by $10 per hour.  Even non-

union auto workers! 

 

Caterpillar had an even worse idea. 

 

We’re heading into our major collective bargaining with the auto companies 

this fall, as you know.  There will be all kinds of complaints, all kinds of 

threats, about how we must slash our wages or else lose future investments. 

 

That is a dead end road.  If cutting wages is your only idea of an industrial 

strategy, then how do you explain Germany and Japan?  The most successful 

producers in the world. 

 

And how will you ever compete with Mexico and China and Thailand – 

where wages are $2 or $3 per hour? 
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Our federal government now wants a free trade agreement with Thailand.  A 

country with a strong auto industry.  A country that is ruled by dictators half 

the time.  How on earth would that help our auto industry? 

 

Direct labour costs are now less than 5 percent of the total cost of designing, 

producing, and selling a vehicle.  But I can safely predict that our 5 percent 

of the pie, will get 99 percent of the attention between now and September. 

 

So our auto policy initiative is an attempt to have a more serious, informed 

conversation about what is truly required to keep this vital industry healthy 

in Canada.  Dynamic.  Vibrant.  Profitable. 

 

An industry that can support good jobs.  For today’s auto workers.  And for 

the next generation. 

 

Let me tell you a little bit about our plan. 

 

We’re releasing this major policy paper today. 

 

We have a special web site that has just gone live.  rethinktheeconomy.ca 

 

We’re starting a road tour tomorrow in Windsor.  It will visit 8 cities in 

Ontario in the next 3 weeks. 

 

At every location, we’re inviting community leaders and social agencies and 

local business people, to talk about why their community depends on the 

auto industry.  Why we need good jobs. 

 

We have a Good Jobs Pledge that we’ll be collecting from tens of thousands 

of Canadians.  It’s addressed to governments, but also to the companies.  It 

says Canada needs good jobs.  And we have a right to a fair share of those 

good jobs. 

 

Without joining a race to the bottom we can’t win. 

 

I have written to the Industry Ministers federally and provincially, asking to 

meet with them and present our ideas.   

 

We’ve also asked to make presentations to the auto caucuses of all 3 major 

parties, provincially and federally. 
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The auto industry is important to all of Canada.  It should be a national 

economic priority.  And it’s important we have a full public dialogue about 

what it’s going to take to maintain our share of it. 

 

So with that I would now ask our economist, Jim Stanford, to briefly run 

over the major elements of our policy paper. 


